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For little Brad, little Lisette, and the one without a name …


The Blue Orchard



• Prologue •

Since my name has appeared in the newspaper following our arrest, my entire moral character is being drawn into question. In town, at the Market, I notice people finger-pointing and whispering, and upon quick return to my car on Broad Street, I see one enterprising soul has broken an egg on the windshield. Now I’m reluctant to even go downtown. Over the years I’ve always drawn a bit of attention, the oddball stare or squinting curiosity; there’s speculation, a certain notice of my clothes, whispered gossip. They might even know I’m a nurse.

People who don’t know Dr. Crampton might imagine him as some kind of back-alley butcher in a bad part of town, slicing open unfortunate women lying naked under a bare lightbulb. The truth, however, is that Dr. Crampton has for over half a century been our city’s leading Negro citizen. His widely respected medical practice opened in 1904, and prior to our arrest, no lawman would have dared tamper with him, for he is also a full-fledged member of a political machine as proudly crooked as any in the nation. He is the state’s deputy secretary of health and a vice-chairman of the Republican Party.

Yes, Dr. Crampton has always played his cards right, moving about town in king-sized late-model Lincolns, chauffeured by men who are sometimes as shockingly white as the gloves they wear. I’ve witnessed firsthand how Dr. Crampton throws money around; he greases big wheels, plays Daddy Benefactor, buys flowers, medicine, mortgages, baby carriages, and Negro votes, which for decades have been delivered to his Republican friends.

Not only is Dr. Crampton the undisputed leader of the Seventh Ward, which is colored, but in 1919 he founded the Negro YMCA, and he also sits on the governing boards of any number of banks, churches, medical groups, and charities. For me, it’s been an honor to work for this astonishing man, to attend the many tributes and testimonial dinners held on his behalf, where citations from governors and senators are bestowed. In fact, his commanding presence is such a certainty of life in our city that on the morning of the 14th of November the whole town gasps when we are arrested.

The police ransack his well-furnished yellow townhouse, root out the ground floor’s medical offices, then climb upstairs to his private quarters, where his closets are emptied, his dresser drawers dumped, his fine wardrobe tangled: silk ties, shoes, shirts, suspenders, and spats. In every room hand-knotted Persian rugs are heaved up and piled into mountains, leather-bound books are swept from mahogany shelving, and his collection of French portraits and American landscapes are pulled from the walls and stacked like firewood. Even the furnace in his basement and the meat in his kitchen freezer are examined.

A short time later the police proceed uptown to my own house at 2311 North Third Street. In their report they describe it as a three-story, red-brick dwelling with pillared porch and mansard roof. Recently our city’s ill-conceived Capitol extension project has caused many great houses in Harrisburg to decline, as angry displaced Negroes without the means to make repairs move farther uptown with every passing month. But everyone knows that if you live above MacClay Street, as I do, the neighborhood is unlikely to change. It will remain elegant, wealthy, and white. The police rarely have business here.

Dewey, my husband, answers the knock. The tough voices at the door alert me.

Trouble.

I quickly lie down on one of the beds in the dining room, pull a cover up over my clothes, and pretend to be ill.

The men enter. I can see the cops silently glance at each other as they count the number of beds in the downstairs rooms.

“You Verna Krone?”

I nod.

“You work for Doctor Crampton?”

“I’m a licensed nurse,” I answer.

“Well, you’re under arrest for illegal surgery.”

I lie back as if too sick to move and let them search the house. Dewey follows them around like a bellhop waiting for a tip.

Left alone for a moment, my wits gather and a guise of tough calm overtakes me. I can’t believe they’ve stated the crime so obliquely, but of course they can’t make an arrest without making some kind of charge. “Relax,” I whisper to myself. “Relax into the conflict.” Isn’t that what Dr. Crampton would do? From the hallway closet upstairs, one of them removes enamel basins—a full dozen—several cartons of sanitary napkins, and some freshly sterilized syringes. It all gets lugged downstairs. “Why all the Kotex?” the fat one asks.

“Is there a law against menstruation?”

They cringe. Female stuff. My belligerence irritates them.

“Why all these syringes?”

“I’m a nurse. I make house calls,” I say, sounding plenty peeved to be answering such questions. Meanwhile I’m relieved to see they’ve found nothing of significance. The joke’s on them. A day earlier and the house would have been full of women.

They want to take me downtown, but I tell them I am too sick to travel. They’re puzzled, demand to know what ails me.

“I’ve got a serious condition with my vertebrae,” I say. “My orthopedist has prescribed total bed rest. Take me downtown and you’ll cause permanent injury to my spine.”

They don’t like it but are afraid to call my bluff.

“We’ve got orders,” the taller one stammers.

“Well, you’ll contend with Harvey Taylor if you try to move me,” I say, making tough, like I could wrestle and hog-tie both of them.

The detectives are dumbfounded. Harvey Taylor runs the state and these boys know it. For the time being my lie works. They exit.

The night drags. I lie awake and speculate, afraid to use the phone, afraid to leave the house, afraid to fear the worst. Early the next morning the detectives are back and, spine or no spine, insist I accompany them to the courthouse, where Dr. Crampton has been sitting up all night waiting to see the judge. My condition requires me to put on quite an act of pain, suffering into my black cashmere coat and fox-fur collar, hobbling out to the car, wincing at every step. It’s all for show, but if I keep it up, maybe it will allow me to return home and not be placed in a holding cell.

When I enter the courthouse, Dr. Crampton lifts his gaze to look at me. His lips press together in the faintest recognition. I nod, almost imperceptibly, pretend to barely know him. Our courthouse isn’t segregated, but on that day it might as well be, for I take a seat on the far side of the waiting room, as far away from Dr. Crampton as possible.

If I had it to live over again, I’d do it differently. I’d find my courage, sit beside him, renounce the detachment, wide as an ocean, that pulls me from the dear man who is losing everything. But on that day—after being arrested—I will not stir. I will not admit to feeling anything for him: no good can come of it.

Our arrest is teaching me the limits of my daring. Even now, it surprises me how before that day I never really accepted that Dr. Crampton was colored. I preferred to view him as the sole member of a separate species, unique, unbound by the conventions and problems of ordinary Negroes. But of course he’s not white either, and now trouble shows his skin growing ever darker and affirms the folly of my self-serving vision. Dr. Crampton is being stripped of his special privilege, and it’s time to recognize that he is a Negro, and I am white.

Till the day I die, I will regret that day, and how the safety of my own race seduces me to disengage from his, to suddenly follow previously ignored codes. The change is subtle, almost unnoticeable; only he can detect it. The notice gets chiseled on his heart: Let your ship of misery pull away, I am staying ashore.

In America we are born knowing a Negro can pull a white woman down simply by association. And a Negro on his way down? Well, perish the thought.

It isn’t done. It isn’t done. It isn’t done by me.

Affections for a Negro man that run as deep as mine are not appropriate. They menace. Imagine what can come of them. Probably a majority of people believe our relationship is or was romantic or sexual. They assume he lusts for me and I for him. They wink at the notion of a professional partnership, a collegial cooperation between a Negro man and a white woman.

By the time we see the judge, it’s late in the day and I’ve been named as codefendant. My brain slows like cold molasses, stuck with one thought: Are we in for a soft rap on the knuckles or a real prison sentence? No one seems to know.

“Not guilty,” I say, following Crampton’s lead, trying to sound confident. Once the bail money has been posted, we are free to go. Latenight phone calls go out to Dr. Crampton’s friends, but now, suddenly, few can afford to take his call. The situation is too dangerous.

Pending the trial’s outcome, and because of the unpleasant attention I drew at the Broad Street Market, I’ve retreated here to the farm, where I’ll stay until all this has been decided. It’s a fruit farm, one hundred acres, less than an hour north of Harrisburg, with a breezeway connecting the main house to a small stone summer kitchen. Inside is a big black range, where in warm weather I cook and do the canning—and at any time of year come to sit when I need to brood on something.

Crampton has always warned me not to keep records and maybe he’s right. Maybe I should’ve just written our business down in the dirt and let the rain settle it. But now, after the arrest, I’m glad a record exists, hidden in the summerhouse under the walnut dry sink, a dishwashing stand no longer used in this day and age. Here two gallon jugs of vinegar rest on a slab of soapstone, and when all that’s taken out, two boards can be lifted to reveal a false bottom.

The ledger stored there measures five by seven inches and sits more than an inch thick. The cover is worn and battered from fifteen years of duty. Moisture and passing years have warped the paper, but each page lists the names of nine patients, complete with addresses and phone numbers—front and back make eighteen—the entire book holding more than five thousand names. Each woman was also required to list a person we could contact in case of an emergency. When you add those names in, ten thousand people are listed. The book is a map not just of Harrisburg but the entire state: Main Line mansions near Philadelphia, shacks in the coal regions up north, missions on skid rows everywhere. Sometimes, in the margins, I note who referred a particular girl, inking in senators, congressmen, and clergy. Harrisburg is only ninety miles from Washington, D.C., and a handful of referrals have even come from White House administrators working under Roosevelt, Truman, and most recently Eisenhower. Can anyone on this list get our case thrown out of court?

Some people live without compasses, and for years I’ve counted myself among them, roaming whatever moral direction I pleased, changing course if and only when it suited me. But the arrest brings uncertainty. On the one hand, I’ve always believed discretion for our patients to be sacred. On the other, I didn’t expect to retire so soon. Why should we take the fall when ten thousand others are complicit? The ledger is a dangerous double-edged weapon. It can be guided to favor our case or turned to give evidence against us.

I leaf through the book and remember the faces, the horrible stories: incest, beatings, rape—and ordinary housewives who just didn’t want another baby. Every case was different: girls under twenty, wide-eyed and frightened, women over forty, tired and drawn, career girls, sensible and sure, tough girls who often cried more than the others, bad girls who were foulmouthed and mean, the sick, the abused, the adulterous, the jilted, the lovelorn, the mentally infirm, and of course the damned. We saw every religion, every educational background, and every size of bank account. Some of the women hemorrhaged, and there was that lone woman from Lewiston, an attractive bookkeeper, the only patient in fifteen years we ever lost. She bled to death.

Some of the women befriended me and over passing time still send me Christmas cards, grateful to have been in the hands of a good doctor and not left to one of the butchers. Other women came and went and are long forgotten. Our practice was the place where women’s terrors intersected women’s dreams. And would I have cared about any of it if I hadn’t also been making piles of money?

I’m forty-four years old, and suddenly I see how I’ve blinded myself to the many small, regrettable qualities I possess—pride and greed foremost among them. Over the years a series of tiny transgressions has led to even greater ones, and now I’m left to weigh the stone I carry around where my heart used to be.

I’ve never been good at keeping a diary. Looking back, the age and experience I’ve acquired seem to heighten my naiveté and ignorance. I read my old words and feel stupid all over again, and like many people who keep records, I’ve grown obsessed with hiding this one, always fearing the secret reader who will stumble across it and snoop on me. Yet now I realize I’ve always written with just that person in mind. Many times I’ve thought of tearing up the book or placing it in the fire, but I’ve held on. I stare at it and somehow its pages lay my life bare. Herein I see myself as others might.

Still, this ledger cannot replace what I remember, for now I see that what one doesn’t write is often more important than what gets written. Perhaps none of this matters to anyone but me, but I am someone, and suddenly it seems important not to forget that lonely, dirt-poor girl I once was—if only to know how I ended up here, to know how I became Verna Krone.



BOOKOne
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When Miss Castle comes up the hill, the sun has already baked the road white and the hem of her dress is caked with dust. It surprises everyone that she’s walked out here in the hottest part of the day. An early heat wave has struck, unusual in this part of Pennsylvania, and we’ve taken the kitchen chairs outside and set them under the beech tree hoping to catch a breeze. Hazel and I take turns sitting in the straight-back chair with the plank bottom, trading it for the more comfortable black one with the broken cane seat. Mom is feeding Myrtle and has taken her apron off. Her dress is spotted with milk and porridge and I know she feels ashamed at not looking washed in front of a schoolteacher.

Miss Castle tells Mom I am her best pupil and asks if my leaving school can’t be put off. She says I’m good with numbers and have a way with words far advanced for a girl of fourteen. It makes my face warm to hear the praise, but I know it’s true. Mom shifts the baby on her hip. “Try to remember you’re not the only blade of grass in the meadow,” she reminds me.

Mom explains how she was lucky to find me a job housekeeping. Pop’s condition has worsened. He hasn’t worked in almost a year. Miss Castle looks across the yard to where Pop is sleeping on an old cedar plank pulled from the barn. You can see she is taken aback by how much older Pop is. Whatever Irish charm or silver-tongued sweet talk he used to attract Mom I’ll never know, but he was fifty-four and she was nineteen when they met and that was more than fifteen years ago.

Hazel holds a bit of string over Pop’s face, tickling his mustache. Miss Castle says not to disturb him on her account and asks if he’s seen a doctor. Mom tells about the one who came out. When he saw we didn’t have the two dollars to pay him, he never came back. “We’re not common,” she says. “We always paid our way or did without, but he was coughing up blood.”

Miss Castle nods. Then we all stand there looking at the ground, the angry sun beating down. The freshly turned fields seem to absorb the heat, and the air is fragrant with the smell of lilac. Mom offers Miss Castle some tea but she only takes a dipper of water. I can see both of them struggling to stay calm.

Miss Castle comes over to where I stand. Her closeness, and the surprise of her kneeling here in our yard, suddenly makes me realize that we might never see each other again. I fight to keep tears from spilling down my cheeks. From inside her bag, she takes out a cloth-bound journal. “You’ve got to be your own teacher now. Write in it every day and you’ll never be lonely,” she says, handing me the book. Then she puts her arms around my shoulders and hugs me tight. Mom turns her head away. Our people don’t hug or kiss.

After Miss Castle has departed, the knowledge that I’m really leaving here makes me notice every detail of our cabin, the funny way Hazel and Myrtle bunch the hems of their flannel nightgowns to kneel on them when they say their prayers, how they stand on tiptoe to help pull back the bed, how they sleep with their warm bodies pressed against mine while I lie awake with the hurt of leaving like the hand of God pressing down on my chest.

In the morning, Mom and I take the two biggest twig baskets and go out to cut spinach and rhubarb. The dry grass crackles when you walk on it, and it makes my ankles itch. As we bend over between the rows, I ask Mom how come Buckley doesn’t have to leave school like I do. “Buck needs to study so he’s prepared to raise a family of his own,” she says.

Raise Cain is more like it, I think. I’ve heard women say that you always favor a boy, and the thought makes my blood boil. Buck thinks he’s special because he’s the only one among us born in St. Louis. He brags about it. Pop was married before. His first wife died and he left a daughter in St. Louis. I’ve heard he went back out there around 1907, after he took up with Mom, and that Mom followed him. Mom is so pale and withdrawn, she can barely get herself to ride the buggy seven miles to New Bloomfield—it’s unthinkable for me to imagine her heading to the depot, buying a ticket, and chasing Pop all the way to St. Louis. And where did she get the money? But that’s all I know of it, scraps I’ve overheard, and how Buck was born out there. I live to wonder about the rest.

This season the garden is sparse again. Pop never plants enough, and two grown-ups and four kids have appetite. What spinach there is will cook down and disappear, so Mom sends Buck and me out to pick dandelion to stretch it. The dandelion is big and tough and we have to go all the way down beyond the lower meadow to find some fit to eat. I do most of the picking while Buck runs off like he always does when work needs doing.

Once I’ve filled the sack, he returns to pluck a few leaves and take full credit. Coming home, Buck follows the tar road the county put in last spring. Crossing the bridge, he looks down and sees a big mama snake in the shallow part of the creek, her babies swimming all around her. Of course he can’t leave her be no matter how I beg. He piles some rocks by his feet and begins to throw them over the side. The first few miss. The snake could swim away and escape, but she stays to scoop her babies up into her mouth and swallows them. The next rock lands on top of her and pins her down. “Leave her be,” I plead, but he won’t listen, his face alive like it always is when he’s doing something mean. The snake keeps wriggling about, and I’m worried we’ll be late for supper and get whipped. Finally her coils slacken, and he goes down the bank to tie a string around the body. It stretches almost a yard long.

Coming home, Buck pulls the snake and I walk behind watching the damp line it leaves in the dust. Then all of a sudden, something makes me skip forward to step on the snake’s tail. He yanks the body, and the skin stretches shiny and taut, hanging suspended like that for a full second before the head splits right off. The babies held there fall about and lie wriggling on the tar road. Buck gets so mad he swings his fist to hit me, but I run ahead while he stays back to stomp them out. I look over my shoulder and see his cheeks flushed with an anger that’s also his pleasure.

If Mom favors Buck, Pop on the other hand favors me. He likes me because, he says, I act like I’m bought and paid for and proud of the bargain. He also likes that I’m trying to write in a journal. “Dip your pen in the ink of truth,” he says, “and for God’s sake don’t describe things better than they are.”

“We don’t own a bottle of ink,” I tell him. And it’s true. In school, Miss Castle once gave us the address of a factory in Philadelphia where we could write and order some India ink very cheap. She said ink promoted good penmanship. But Mom wouldn’t hear of it, saying, “What if it rains and the ink washes off the card?” It was a foolish point, but a point nonetheless. So any writing we do still gets done with a large graphite pencil Mom keeps in the kitchen drawer. Before my journal, it only got brought out every blue moon to scratch penny postcards to Aunt Varnie detailing the date and time of some visit.

Mom cautions me against too much writing. “We’re not the kind that can sit around with our nose in books,” she says. Pop hollers that’s nonsense, that people from all backgrounds benefit from books and that no one has proven that more than the Irish. He goes on and on about our mettle, the battles of Aughrim and the Boyne, the Irish kings. Mom hunches her shoulders with disgust. “Big talk from a man who can’t earn wages enough to support his family,” she says.

And she’s right. Pop is a horse trader. Being a horse trader is as close to vagrancy as one can get without going to jail. Horse traders often travel in pairs, and Pop used to partner with a small, red-faced brute named Fielding O’Malley. They’d roam around exchanging one swaybacked mare for another, hoping to gain some advantage, better hooves, better coat, better teeth. But it’s a shiftless life because nags are never thoroughbreds. We haven’t heard from Fielding O’Malley in some time and Pop says he probably died on his back in a henhouse.

Pop isn’t a good provider but he sure can talk. In the evenings, on the porch, his voice will get slow and solemn as he sweeps his hand across the sky. “With the evening clouds the rapturous shade of violet you see before you now,” he’ll say, “we’d scan the land to evade some gun-eyed farmer—then lash! O’Malley would snap the buggy whip round the head of some stray chicken, hauling it up into our laps as we’d leap and ride away.”

After they’ve stolen the chicken, they stop for the night, build a fire, pack the dead bird in mud, feathers and all, and then bake it in the embers. Once it is done, they crack open the hardened clay, and the skin and feathers peel clean off, leaving only hot, juicy meat against the bone.

I’ve heard this story many times, but tonight, maybe because my leaving tomorrow has made me sore, I say, “That sounds like the most rotten way to eat chicken I’ve ever heard.” Mom starts to laugh and drops her knitting; she covers her mouth with her hand and has to leave the porch. Pop doesn’t get angry but I know he’s injured. He draws a long, slow, wheezy breath and says, “Girl, never knock a man who’s scouting out the best times of his life.”

• 2 •

To reach the Wertz farm from here takes a walk of several hours—up over the mountain, down through the gap, then across Cumberland County. They say the Wertz property is really owned by a well-to-do family named McCormick. We learned about Vance McCormick in school because he went to France with President Wilson to put a stop to the Great War. There are wealthier families in Pennsylvania—the Carnegies of Pittsburgh, the Biddles of Philadelphia—but the McCormicks do all right. Pop says they own the ironworks in Harrisburg along with a steel mill and about twenty outlying farms. The farms are prosperous and Mom says most men would give their right arm to oversee a McCormick farm. Pop needles her, saying, “A one-armed man would have a heck of a time threshing.” “It’s an honor,” Mom snaps back. “It says he’s trustworthy.” Pop snorts with irritation. “The rich get richer.”

I’ve only ever seen Mr. and Mrs. Wertz once, in New Bloomfield, climbing into their buggy. The skin across his face was tight and handsome in a way that comes from hard work. They say he’s an industrious plain-vanilla man with good character. Her face was full, with dark brown eyes, and I remember admiring a yellow hat pin she wore made to look like a bumblebee.

I don’t have enough clothes to pad a crutch—two dresses, a cotton nightgown, a petticoat, a few pairs of stockings, and some undergarments—but Mom lets me take the leather box Pop used to carry when he was horse-trading. The thing isn’t heavy, which is good, as the walk over there will take almost four hours.

The Wertz farm has a hundred and forty acres, rocky but rich and dark, with a lot of acreage set aside for cows. Mr. Wertz meets me at the gate and introduces himself. He shakes my hand and says, “Oh, you’re a big-boned girl.” My cheeks grow hot. He tells me how Mrs. Wertz has gone to the farmer’s market in Carlisle, where she peddles eggs, butter, cream, and vegetables. She’ll be back by evening. “We hope you’ll be at home here,” he adds.

The house is not as fine as you might think after seeing the two of them in town, but it’s built of long, cool bricks that defy the weather. The kitchen sits in back, far bigger than any I’ve ever seen. The countertops are oak but worn down with knife cuts. I guess they never heard of cutting boards, which even we have. You can see why they need a hired girl: the knobs on the cupboards are crusty, an open barrel of oats sits right by the door, and the dishrag smells sour.

Beyond the kitchen door stands a milkhouse, and inside, on its wall, a two-year-old calendar hangs, its pages curled and yellow, specked with fly dirt. He sees me notice it. “Mrs. Wertz wrote down all the birds she saw in the garden that year and now she can’t seem to part with it,” he says, like we both agree it’s odd to care about such a thing.

The parlor is well-appointed—an upright piano and some glazed candlesticks, pottery vases, a grandfather clock, and a morris chair with doilies pinned to it. Four good-sized bedrooms are upstairs. He and she share one, another is for sewing, and one is for their six-year-old daughter, Penny, who sits on the floor playing with a gallon jar of buttons. She’s small for her age, with dark hair, a red snot nose, and blue eyes so pale they look like bottle glass. “Are you from far away?” she asks.

“Over the mountain,” I say.

The fourth bedroom has the curtains drawn. He pulls one panel aside and I can see the room faces the back, overlooking the stream. I am disappointed when he says it’s only for guests.

My room is in the attic—hot as blazes. The sun can be felt baking the tin roof, and though they are heavily coated with pitch, the inside seams burn to the touch. He shows me four roofing nails tapped in the wall for hanging my clothes, then he leaves so I can unpack. I sit for a moment with a hollow feeling in my chest. The mattress is hand-sewn ticking, and flat. It hasn’t had fresh stuffing in some time. That’s one thing Mom is particular about, and we change the straw in our mattresses every fall.

I’m scared to be living with a family that’s not my own. I miss Hazel and Myrtle. We’ve always slept in the same bed. When you’ve helped wash and feed babies since they were small, you can’t help but feel they’re like your own. It’s so hot, but I’m not about to cry.

I put the leather box beside the bed like a table. I hear Mr. Wertz pumping water in the yard and from the tiny window in the gable see him put his head under the spout and soak himself.

I comb my hair, put on my apron, and compose myself. Once downstairs, I start by giving the kitchen a good scrub. Earlier in the day Mr. Wertz had killed a chicken and left it hanging over a basin to drain the blood. Without any instruction I know what to do—clean and dress it, roll it in a bit of flour to keep the juice in, then roast it for supper. A set of dirty blue and white plates are stuck in back of a cupboard; farm scenes and animals are painted on them. I wash them off and the chicken looks nice on them. I make gravy like Mom used to when we had chickens; it comes out nice and smooth. Mrs. Wertz returns home from the market just before six and is pleased to find I have supper ready. “I can see I needn’t have worried,” she says, taking off her bonnet and shaking my hand.

Mr. Wertz sits at the head of the table, pours gravy on his plate, and eats biscuits like a wild man. His chair is made from hickory and the only one with arms. The rest of us sit on side chairs made from beautiful pecan wood. Six of them. The chairs and table match, and they’re so smooth I keep running my hands over them.

There is little talk during the meal, but they do say my supper is good. Afterwards, while I do the dishes, a terrible lonely feeling comes over me. Warm soapwater on my hands always makes whatever is inside me want to come out. Later Mr. Wertz enters from the porch and gives me a rusty kerosene lamp to take up to the attic. “Don’t burn the house down,” he says. I wash off the glass chimney. Without the soot and grease it will offer better light.

• 3 •

I rise early, and Mr. Wertz shows me the barn and gives me a lesson in milking. “Hold your arm out away from your body and pretend your hand is the cow udder,” he says. Then he takes some milk fat from a burlap-covered bucket and greases my fingers. He grips my pointing finger tight at the knuckle and brings pressure downward.

“Pinch the top closed before you squeeze down,” he says. “Your hands got strength. That’s good!”

It appears to amaze him when I sit down on the stool and go to work. Not to seem a know-it-all, I’m too polite to let him know that on more than one occasion I’ve helped Aunt Varnie milk cows.

Here we milk twice a day. Seven cows are mine. Mr. Wertz does ten, and Otis, the hired man, has hands so tough that he can do twelve in the same amount of time. Afterwards, I scald the pails and strainers with water boiled in the washhouse. Then we come inside, where Mrs. Wertz has breakfast ready. She’s not much of a cook; her bacon’s underdone, and you could shingle an outhouse with her pancakes.

Mrs. Wertz’s face is finely featured, pretty, but gone plump with age. The weight that she carries in her hips makes her the kind of person who in a house fire might not get to where she needs to go, but despite this her feet are surprisingly nimble.

Later, when Mrs. Wertz hauls herself up to the attic to see how I’ve arranged my room, she shows me how to tie an old sack on the end of a broom to pull the cobwebs down from the rafters. “This heat is scorching my hair,” she says with alarm, and carefully navigates herself back down the stairs.

There is a lonely quality to Mrs. Wertz. Like she’s mourning the girl she used to be. I’ve never been delicate or pretty like her. Mom says I’ll outgrow my baby fat, but hope is fading. At least I’m not as big as that girl who lives down at the foot of Polecat Road. She must munch pie in her sleep to get that size.

At night, in the darkness, from the floor below I can hear their bedsprings squeak. I know that means he’s loving her. In the morning, I watch him through the lace curtains, an easy stride—hasn’t a care in the world. Only the shadows under his eyes give him away.

Back to work. Dredge the catfish in cornmeal, brush my fingers, rinse the dishes, and head out to the garden to hoe the lettuce beds. At supper, Mr. Wertz compliments my fish fry. Mrs. Wertz folds her lips in like she’s sucking on a peppermint.

Another wave of heat strikes. Pop would call the attic a sweat-box, and it leaves my body tired, like I’ve never been to bed. The hot sun couldn’t care less and just keeps baking the air. In the barnyard, the smells grow putrid, and in the evening, I tell Mrs. Wertz that we used to set our chairs outside under the trees. Her face looks shocked. “I wouldn’t dream of putting my good wedding chairs in the dirt.”

This morning when I came down, I saw that the bed in the guest room was unmade and reckoned he slept there. Why? It’s a mystery, as a few nights ago they were so cozy. Later, when I go upstairs to wash up, I see she’s made his bed but has left the rest for me to do.

While cleaning rhubarb, I feel a spell come over me. The miracles Pop talks about, eggs from chickens, flour from grain, the way cows eat grass and clover and turn them into milk, which in turn gets churned to butter—for the first time I understand what he meant, “the confoundedness of it all,” how everything in a room, including the room, can be traced back to something else, the daily miracles taken for granted. My left hand holds the eggbeater. I open it, close it, open it, turn my head away. I can still move my hand even without looking—a miracle, taken for granted. My other hand runs along the edge of the mixing bowl, the smooth, cool stoneware, clay pulled from the earth. Then my mood darkens. Pop talks of miracles because he can’t provide anything else. Then I know the voice of Mom is passing through me and I feel ashamed. Pop has always been good to me.

The lack of rain means the water in the well is so low it tastes like cold earth. We haul buckets from the pond to put on the garden. Penny tries to help, her mother’s idea, but at her age the best she can do is make a lot of slop. Mrs. Wertz acts blind and says, “Isn’t it wonderful how Penny lends a hand?” But every time I turn my back, she’s eating bugs or has her fingers out over the hog pen. Otis takes a mason jar and traps a bee in it. The lid gets punctured with an icepick for air. Penny carries the jar around all afternoon, long after the bee dies. Only when she falls asleep can the jar be taken from her room. Mrs. Wertz whispers to me that Otis spent close to ten years in the state penitentiary and shouldn’t be trapping things.

No doubt she’d have preferred to make that remark to Mr. Wertz, but he’s out, busy with a mare that’s lying on the floor of the barn after eating some bad hay. Earlier we looked in on him and he was deep in concentration, smoothing his hands gently up the mare’s tensed-up rib cage.

In a day, the mare makes a full recovery, and on Sunday they hitch her to the wagon and drive to church. They say I can come with them or go home to see Mom and Dad. I opt for the latter and jump down at a bend in the road heading for Sterretts Gap. I sing to make quick time with my feet.

Climbing the hill, it shocks me to realize how small our house is. Myrtle and Hazel see me in the distance and come running. Buck is out hunting and I’m glad to visit Mom and Pop in his absence. I tell them all about the Wertz farm, how the plants are holding up and how I’ve never seen such bounty. Mom shows surprise to hear Mrs. Wertz isn’t much of a cook. “Well, who’da thought.” I tell how they’ve got an electric lightbulb hanging in the kitchen and that Mr. Wertz said it cost more than a hundred dollars to run the wire out from the main road. Mrs. Wertz says on an overcast morning in winter, the golden light is worth every dime. Pop says the McCormicks probably footed the bill. Both Mom and Pop seem satisfied that I’ve made a good start. He seems less tired, and Mom says he’s having a better time of it. Hazel is doing a good job of keeping his handkerchiefs clean.

By midafternoon, the sun is red-hot, and I’m already dreading the return. We take the girls down to the creek to sit on the cool moss, put our feet in the water, and recite all the poems we know. I try “The Frost Is on the Pumpkin,” by James Whitcomb Riley, but Mom interrupts and says, “That’s an autumn poem, not right for a hot day.”

Pop spends the afternoon sitting on the edge of the porch with a cool rag on his head. He only eats a small dish of rice pudding for supper. Heat always did make him lose his appetite. He tells the story about how he met Mom at the hotel in New Bloomfield. “When I walked into that dining room and saw your tight-waisted mother bustling between tables, it was the mist of morning and she was like a vision from God.” He was there to partake of a breakfast he’d earned by shoveling manure in the stables. The owner had let him sleep there for the night. He was just getting to the best part, about how years don’t matter when you find true love, when Mom puts down her needle and says, “Thirty-five years is too big a difference for even true love.” Bitterness hangs in the air like a fog.

Pop sinks together. Cold eyes reveal his pain. But failure is only failure if you want someone to feel sorry for you, and he’s the one always telling me not to describe things as better than they are. He used to have a temper that wouldn’t allow such bossing or sass. Once he pulled an axe on Mom in the middle of the night when she said she was leaving.
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I’m scalding the milk strainers. He comes in and stands behind me, as though to check my work. I pretend not to notice. He’ll laugh if he sees his attention makes me bashful. He doesn’t like to go unnoticed.

Mrs. Wertz brings lemons home from the market. I make a lemon sponge pie, pleased to follow Mom’s recipe from memory: 1 cup sugar, 1 tablespoon flour, 3 egg yolks, ¼ cup lemon juice, ½ teaspoon grated rind, 2 tablespoons melted butter, 3 egg whites (beat), 1 cup milk. Blend everything, fold in the egg whites, add the milk last, and bake in a crust. The secret is adding some extra lemon juice, and to open the oven door from time to time so the top doesn’t brown too quickly.

Mr. Wertz goes on and on about how good it is. It’s a wonder he’s been able to keep himself fit on her cooking. When I go home I’m going to get Mom’s recipe for angel food cake. The strawberries are so abundant here I don’t have to be spare with a sauce, and I dream about bringing some home for the girls.

Then Mr. Wertz enters the barn, where I’ve set my stool by the flank of a cow, places his hands on my shoulders, and says, “The girl who did the milking before you enjoyed my company.”

I shake free and don’t look at him. Mrs. Wertz isn’t back from taking berries to market, but if she was, I wonder if his big talk would amuse her. I’m ashamed that Otis is within earshot, but if he overhears anything, he pretends he doesn’t and just keeps working.

Two days later, at dawn, Mr. Wertz climbs up to the attic. His wife is downstairs percolating coffee. My bed is made and I’m already washed. There isn’t time to pull my dress over my head, so I hold it up in front of me. “I just wanted to make sure you didn’t oversleep,” he says, all foxy. I’m speechless and can’t believe it as he stands there looking at me for way too long.

I’m hopping mad that he can pull such shenanigans. I’ll wear my clothes to bed from now on if I have to.

The milking goes on as usual. Otis and Mr. Wertz talk. I come back into the kitchen, wondering if his wife senses anything, but her face is blank and unknowing. She comprehends only how lucky she is to have him, talks about him all the time, the way he likes his noodles cooked, his shirt starched, his pipe cleaned. If I were her, I’d do the same.

The next day, Mrs. Wertz and I are out digging taters when an aeroplane flies over our heads. It’s going due west. She hollers for Otis and Mr. Wertz and they come running out from the barn, where they were sharpening knives. After it’s gone, we’re so excited that we take a break from chores, go to the house, and drink cold ginger tea on the porch. We keep a watch on the sky but the aeroplane is not seen again.

A few more days pass, and after a good soaking rain the lower meadow is suddenly green, dotted with dandelions and wild onions. To think, only yesterday Otis was saying the stream was so low the fish were getting freckles. He and Mr. Wertz plant broom corn. They’re about ten days behind. The regular corn was harrowed last month and some little green sprouts are already visible.

Penny and I sneak away, lie on our backs in the meadow, and watch the clouds drift by. I hold on to an apron of fresh-picked peas. She lifts her arms and tries to touch the sky.

In the afternoon we ride with Mr. Wertz to the smithy to watch old Pose, the sand-colored workhorse, get shod. The smithy gives us each a handful of peanuts his brother brought up from the South. He teaches us the words to “Under a Spreading Chestnut Tree, the Village Smithy Stands.”

I’ve begun to teach Penny all the songs I know. She likes “Cucumber Doll.” We almost cry when we sing it because the poor doll gets left out in the rain. Otis taught us “The Wreck of the Old ‘97,” about a train that was going round the bend at ninety miles an hour. At the end it warns the ladies, “Never speak harsh words to your true-lovin’ husband, he may leave you and never return.”

Mom always liked “Mary and the Wild Moon,” another sad one about a baby who freezes to death, and Mrs. Wertz is teaching us one about an Indian maid called “Pretty Red Wing.” We’re still learning this one but there’s a line about the “pale moon shining,” and then it says “she was sleeping, her sad heart bleating.” I think that’s wonderful, to describe her heart as bleating. I told them all how before Pop took sick he was partial to hymns, especially “Amazing Grace,” and how in stormy winter weather we’d prop our feet up on the stove and sing to keep warm.
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The traffic is heavy on the road on account of a three-day camp meeting over in William’s Grove. Some women come for Mrs. Wertz, and so Penny and I get to tag along. I’ve been to camp meetings before with Aunt Varnie and Mrs. Darcey. Otis thinks I’m crazy when I say I find them uplifting.

The tent is jammed with people singing and listening to the gospel, their faces lit by lanterns hammered to the tent poles. Up in front a man in a brown velvet vest stands with a white dove chained to his forearm. He’s telling everyone, “Rest in the Lord, and find your way to Christ.” Two rows in front of us, a woman falls to the ground between the folding chairs, her body writhing to and fro like it’s being shot at. Her dark dress picks up the sawdust that is spread around, while the muscles in her throat tighten like ropes. Then she begins to speak in tongues.

As the mayhem grows, Penny gets frightened and begins to wail. “I want to get her blessed,” Mrs. Wertz calls out, but the crowd moving forward is too thick, and when Penny won’t stop her caterwauling, I’m instructed to forget the blessing and to lead her home at once. It annoys me to no end to have to leave early and miss the rest of the show. Walking back to the Wertzes’, I do not speak to Penny. When we enter the kitchen, I tell Otis what happened. “Bible thumpers,” he says with disgust, and retires out to his shack beside the barn.

The weekend blossoms with beautiful weather, though a bit on the cool side, and while on my way home to visit Mom and Pop I stop at the general store. It’s named Shad’s for the man who owns it. He’s got bolts of fabric and dry goods and a ready selection of tools in the back. I buy licorice whips and banana taffy for Hazel.

When I get home there are four wagons standing in the lane. It must be some kind of husking party but it’s not the right season for that—and on a Sunday? Pop is in the kitchen, lying on top of the woodbox in his good suit, a clean horseblanket wrapped around his legs. He died Saturday afternoon. The skin on his face hangs sallow and stiff and some flies are already on him.

“There was no one to send for you,” Mom says quietly. “I prayed you’d come along.”

The house is stifling and I run outside and lean against the back wall. The logs are warm from taking in the sun. I cross my arms over my chest as tears shiver through me. Buckley and Pop’s best friend Abe are down by the barn. I watch them prop planks onto two sawhorses, nailing pieces together to make a coffin. Buck has carved a board with dates and he waves it in my direction. “Don’t cry,” he hollers. “Eighteen fifty-one to nineteen twenty-four—most men would be glad for them numbers.”

Later they take the short-handled shovel up to the ridge to dig a hole. They return and carry the coffin into the kitchen. Mom stays in the other room with Aunt Varnie, and everyone else waits in the yard, hot from wearing black clothes in the sunshine. Finally the men come out carrying the box that now holds for eternity the body of my pop. They all go up the hillside and I stay behind to look after the children, who sit in a row alongside the house. The men stop once to rest under the weight of the body, their shadows like specks on the ridge. I try to hear their words, but the sound won’t travel, so I sing “Amazing Grace” to the restless children.

Pop’s death doesn’t seem to make a difference to anyone but me.

When they come down from the ridge it’s afternoon. Mrs. Darcey has brought a whole shoebox full of fried chicken, and Aunt Varnie baked a raisin pie. “A couple more weeks and the cherries would have been in season,” she says. Mom keeps rubbing her hand over the wood grain in the table boards while we eat. Her lovely red hair is mostly gray now. Nobody says anything about anything.

When evening comes, Aunt Varnie coaxes Mom to write a postcard to Delia in St. Louis. “With all their money, the least they can do is provide a proper marker for the man.”

“Most likely we are wasting a good piece of copper on the stamp,” Mom says.

Then they talk about asking Grandma Peffer for help with money and decide no good will come of it. “I’m sure she’ll say if we don’t know how to provide for our children, we shouldn’t have had any.”

Mrs. Darcey says it’s getting late and that she’ll post the card at Shad’s and see that I get dropped off near the gap road to Wertz’s. “Your mom sure is lucky to have you working,” she says.

I nod.

As I come back over to Cumberland County, the air on the mountain has a couple of cold spots, like someone pulling back the blankets on a chilly morning. Though it is June, I haven’t felt warm all day.

Inside the house, I tell Mrs. Wertz that Pop passed away. It’s the first time I’ve said the words out loud, and it is a struggle not to cry. She heats me up a plate of soup. I eat it and am rinsing out the dish when Mr. Wertz comes in and says, “Please accept our condolences.” I thank him and, once he’s back outside, go right up to the attic.

The next day I disappear. I lie in the upper meadow among the wildflowers. Maybe it’s the heat, but I don’t care. Let her look after her own child for a while. The ground is hard against my stomach, my arms are close around my head to block the light, and I breathe in the dark smell of earth. No one is alive but me.

Later, in the middle of the night, I wake. Someone is sitting on my bed.

Heart pounding. The hair on the back of my neck stands up.

I hear breathing and I think of the earthy meadow.

Then someone rises and slips back down the stairs.

For a long time I lie awake hoping I imagined it, that the darkness is playing tricks on me.

In the morning, in the washhouse, I’m doing laundry. His slow walk. The wet clothes. Then he’s up against me. Pressed tight. He’s strong. I smell the sweat of work on his overalls. My heart is a hammer. He lifts my hand to touch. I flinch when I feel his leg. “Wanna hold you,” he whispers. “No one will know.” Through the window, his wife is at the line pulling wet sheets from the basket, a mouthful of clothespins. He doesn’t love her.

In the evening he gives me a book of poems including some by Gerard Manley Hopkins and Elizabeth Barrett Browning. “I remember you saying you like poems.” Half dead from work, I leave the lantern on as long as I dare, but the words are impossible to comprehend. I think of Pop’s body underground, restless like sprouts growing in a sack of potatoes. There are some doors that should never be opened. I blow out the wick and pray, God, please don’t leave me. I don’t want to be alone in the dark.
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Mr. Wertz has gone to Newport, Mrs. Wertz is upstairs lying down, and I’m left alone to deal with the strange man who comes to the gate in a rickety flatbed wagon. His skin is dark like the leather on my shoe, and I know Pop would say that he is one of Mr. Lincoln’s citizens. He stands by the porch waiting, doesn’t knock or even put a foot on the steps, just stands there waiting.

Penny and I look through the lace curtains and he smiles at us. His brown face is like an old twisted tree. After a while I get to thinking that even if it is the devil himself, I’d better see what he wants.

He bows real deep as I open the door, but he doesn’t come up on the porch. “How do, ma’am,” he says. No one has ever called me that before. He takes a shiny skillet from his satchel and says, “With Christmas coming, you might consider making someone a gift of tinware. You might even buy it for yourself.” That he is speaking to me about such things leaves me so surprised I can’t utter a word, not to mention that he’s talking Christmas in July.

“They never leave me no money,” I finally sputter. He gives a smile and nods, puts his cap back on his head and says, “Before I move on, may I have a drink of water?” I go and get him a glass, then stand by the pump while he drinks three times. Then he takes the bucket and gives a drink to his horse, an old worn-out nag that looks like it can’t wait to leave this world.

I’ve seen colored men in New Bloomfield only a couple of times. They come through on the logging crews. But I’ve never spoken to one or seen one up close. The backs of the man’s shoes are trod down sideways—many miles have been walked since they were new—but I’m surprised to see they’re well polished. By now I’m no longer afraid, and the man is quite friendly. He tells me that in his lifetime he’s been to five states—Pennsylvania, Maryland, Virginia, New Jersey, and Delaware.

“My daddy was well traveled,” I tell him. “He went as far as Ohio and Missouri.”

The man smiles, nods, and gets ready to leave. He picks up the reins to the old horse, then turns one last time. “You wouldn’t by chance have some leftover bread you were thinking of pitching?”

“No. We don’t,” I say. “Mr. Wertz wiped his eggs with the last piece at breakfast, and we’re planning biscuits for supper.”

“Thank you kindly just the same.” He tips his hat and goes off down the lane.

When I come back inside, Mrs. Wertz is up. She’s been watching from the window and is in a fury. “How could you give a drinking glass to a man like that? You don’t know what diseases he has or what he might do. And telling all our private business, and using Mr. Wertz’s name.” She makes me take the glass out back and smash it, says it isn’t fit to use no more.

Afterwards, I go by myself to the upper meadow. My throat and rib cage ache as I lie under the sky; the clouds moving above me are sadder than any song. I feel lost like the cucumber doll and wish somebody would wrap their arms around me.

When I come back to the house, Mr. Wertz is standing on the porch drinking a glass of water. Is this a mockery? No? He’s thirsty. Beads of sweat glisten on his temple. Penny is playing outside by herself and it’s time to mix the biscuits. Nothing more is said, and I’m grateful when I realize Mrs. Wertz didn’t mention anything to him.

The next day all is forgotten. Mrs. Wertz gives Penny and me an errand: she wants us to go over to the grist mill to see if we can find one of her pale yellow work gloves. She dropped it there last week.

The miller’s wife scours the ground with us, but the glove is not found. We’re back on the road headed home when the sky darkens, and before we can take shelter a summer shower is suddenly upon us. Out of nowhere, Mr. Wertz appears in the buggy. “Get in,” he yells.

We ride halfway home and when we come to the covered bridge that spans the lower creek, he stops like I knew he would. “Let’s wait for the rain to ease up,” he says. He lets Penny scramble down to look for frogs. “Stay under the bridge and out of the rain,” he warns her. Then he and I are alone.

Neither of us speaks. The air is chilly. My skin is goosefleshed. The heavy rain pounds the roof overhead. His hands are cold. His mouth is over mine. I don’t know if I want him to hold me, but his arms are warm and I get still and let him. “Slide over here,” he whispers, and lifts my legs. It doesn’t mean anything to me, but I hold him like it does. The light is dim, but I wish it were dark. When the pain comes, he puts his left hand over my mouth, then he keeps smoothing my hair with his right. “Don’t worry,” he says. “Don’t worry.”

I do worry, and hope that Penny won’t notice the buggy rocking. He finishes. Arranges himself. Squeezes me tight. Then jumps down to find his daughter. When we get home Mrs. Wertz is standing at the kitchen door. Penny and I leap from the buggy as she unlatches the screen. “What took you so long?” she asks.

“We stopped inside the covered bridge to wait. Penny wanted to look for frogs.”

“Did you find my yellow glove?”

I shook my head. “No, I’m sorry,” I say, and hurry up to my room to wash.
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It rains too hard to do field work, rains for days. We’re all cooped up. Otis goes out and drives some stakes in the mud and finds it hopeless. Mrs. Wertz can’t move her bowels and splashes back and forth across the yard to the privy. She’s getting on her husband’s nerves. She and I make underpants from some flour sacks she bleached out. We trim them with bits of lace. They’re as fine as any from a store.

For supper we make chicken and waffles. I burn the bottom of the gravy. Then I burn my hand on the skillet trying to save the whole mess. Mrs. Wertz brings a cool cloth to put on the burn. They eat the gravy anyway, and no one mentions it.

If only they had some books to distract me, to drive out the shameful feeling I get whenever I think of us inside the covered bridge. It gets so bad I read the Farmer’s Almanac, and it just keeps raining. The last time he came upstairs at night, just before the storm, I pretended to be asleep, motionless like I was dead. But it didn’t matter to him. He’d lie down with a ghost. Does she hear him in the quiet house? If she wakes does she think it’s field mice scratching under the attic floorboards? He’s taking chances. The rain makes everything worse.

Day after day, she and I keep sewing. We cut apple green cotton to make sunbonnets. In the center, long thin pockets are sewn with strips of cardboard slid in so the hats can be bent to fit our faces. Penny helps.

In the afternoon Mr. Wertz brings some gears in from the shed, and we clear the kichen table so he can spread them out to wipe them down with oil. He keeps getting up, pacing to the window, and each time she follows him with her eyes. She makes idle chatter, which I know he hates. She warns me about boys. “Try to pick a husband who’s a good provider.”

I nod, and keep my eyes on my needle and thimble.

At supper he talks more than usual, goes on and on about halting the thresher in the lower field on account of the rain. “God knows we’ll need an ark if this keeps up,” she says, more than once. She bakes him a lemon sponge pie for supper, using my recipe, and when she puts it on the table in front of him, he thanks her. You can see how tickled she is to get that kind of attention.

Finally Sunday comes, and the weather breaks to glorious sunshine. I head for home, stopping at Shad’s to buy some candy. Orange taffy in my hand, the last hill behind me, my feet walk through the fern glen and jump over the swollen creek, muddy from all the rain. I catch my breath and then my heart stops: a dark motorcar almost as long as the porch is standing in front of our house. It startles me because nothing as elegant as this has ever been up here before. It must have breached the stream. I long to run my hands on the creamy leather seats, the shiny dark blue paint, the polished headlights, but I don’t dare in case someone sees me from the window.

Inside the house, a woman in a green straw hat and a man in a brown suit stand as I enter. I’m dumbstruck to realize it is John and Delia traveling all the way from St. Louis. “We got your ma’s postcard and came to pay our respects.” They both shake my hand while I gape in amazement, then I join them at the table.

Mom rummages through the cedar chest and brings out a tintype showing Pop seated on a barrel chair, leaning back in a natty three-piece suit and a pair of scuffed-up boots. His hair is still dark. Behind him, his first wife stands. “I hardly knew my mother,” Delia says, studying their faces. She is beautiful when she speaks, her brown hair tucked at the nape of her neck, an amazing light dust of powder on her cheeks.

Mom fiddles with her apron pockets. “I can’t believe that’s his likeness. He’d been unwell so long I almost forgot how fetching he was.”

I can’t stop looking at Delia, her pale green suit with little narrow jacket, the pattern too fine to be homemade. Woven in the handiwork around the collar and lapel is a piece of black velvet ribbon that makes a loop at the bodice to fit over a single black button. Oh my, it is elegant.

“I wish there was something of his to give you,” Mom says, “but the truth is he didn’t have nothing. He brought a nice glass cake plate when we took up housekeeping, but it broke the last time we moved.”

“We didn’t come to take anything,” Delia says.

John is mostly quiet, but when he speaks his voice makes him sound like an important somebody. “Well, now as I recollect …” he says, or “One has to admit now …”

He and Delia ask me questions about school, then how I like my job.

“Verna’s had longer schooling than most,” Mom interrupts, as she brings forth a small pot with some mint tea and a saucer arranged with slices from an apple she probably picked up from the ground. Delia’s tea is poured in the bone china cup kept on the curio above Mom’s bed. Pop bought it at the World’s Fair in St. Louis, years before he and Mom met. I’ve never seen anyone drink from it before. Delia stirs her sugar with a spoon and her movement is smooth, like smoke curling from a pipe. My own hands look like paws beside hers.

“Did you drive all the way from St. Louis?” I ask.

“The train,” John says. “That car is rented from the hotel in Harrisburg.”

Mom offers to fry them up some mush. They say they have to get back to town before dark. A silence falls. “If I’d known you were coming, I’d have cooked a real meal,” Mom says. I wonder what she’d make it from.

If only I could speak, to ask if the stories Pop told are true. That John works for the steel man’s union, that he had to skip town, leaving Delia behind because some men threatened to shoot him, and that he hopped a freight train with nothing but the clothes on his back. Pop said he scolded Delia, saying, “That’s what happens to girls who take up with Catholics.” But John was true, a man of his word, and Pop had to eat his words when after several months John finally sent for her.

But Mom would have a fit if I brought any of that up, even though it seems like they’ve run out of things to say. Then Myrtle starts wailing and they get the feeling Mom’s holding up feeding her on account of their visit. “You sure you won’t stay for supper,” Mom says, with weakness in her voice. They both rise and make excuses about not wanting to drive over country roads in the dark.

Outside, John holds the automobile door open for Delia. What must it feel like to ride in an automobile like that? As they maneuver the big machine back down the hill, Mom says, “What a shame Buckley isn’t here. I told them he was out trapping with Artie Sledge.” Buck will be mad to have missed seeing the big car parked up here.

A few days later they return to put Pop’s gravestone down. Though it’s Thursday, Wertz lets me take off after the morning milking. When I arrive, John is already up on the ridge with the stonecutter from New Bloomfield. We all go up to see the marker, a nice square white stone that Pop would have called a waste, but we like it. “I still think of odds and ends I want to tell him,” Mom says, her voice faint. Delia puts her arm around Mom’s shoulder and says a sweet prayer. Her face looks beautiful against the yellow light. Then she notices the tiny wooden cross standing neglected and forlorn to one side of Pop’s grave. After three years the pine is quite weathered and the carving has worn away. “If we’d have known, we could have bought a second marker,” Delia says. Mom tries to pretend she’s above feeling anything. “He was so small, we never got to know him.”

Delia lifts her head and gazes outward. “You never forget a child you’ve buried.” John, watching, reaches in his pocket for a roll of bills the likes of which I’ve never seen, pulls a few off for the stonecutter, and orders a child’s marker to be made.

“The baby’s name was Patrick,” I tell them. Mom looks like she’ll start weeping and thanks John for his benevolence. His shoulders shrug.

Back at the house a kettle of chicken corn soup is waiting. Where Mom got the chicken is a mystery. After we eat, Hazel helps me wash dishes, while the rest of them gather outside on the porch. Then all at once, I notice their voices have hushed. Whoever is in the white rocker has stopped moving. I strain to hear. I think my name is mentioned, then the word education, and then my insides grow alive because I know they’re talking about bringing me to St. Louis. Not a hair on my head moves as I wait for an answer. Then I hear Mom say that with Pop gone, “there’s no way to get along without Verna. I need her to stay here.”

John asks if there isn’t some way for Buck to take charge. Mom answers John as though he’s selling store-bought soap. “Buck can’t be saddled with us,” she says. “He’s saving for his own family.”

A short while later, we bid good-bye to John and Delia and watch their automobile go down the hill for the last time. How sad and uneven it all is.
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Mrs. Wertz and I pick the bulk of the black cherries, taking turns climbing the ladder. I don’t tell how sick I feel. We can them all and also put up thirty jars of strawberry jam and twenty jars of rhubarb. I’m so tired, I don’t wash up properly, and in the morning ants are all over the kitchen. At supper she lets me cut the cherry pie; my lattice crust comes out perfect.

The next day it’s the same, more cherries, more canning, more sickness. To pass the time Mrs. Wertz asks me about my family. I tell how when Mom was only nine she lost her mother. How all three daughters were called to the deathbed and given something. Varnie got a hairbrush with an ivory handle, Ida got a china brooch with painted flowers, and Mom got her mother’s Bible. I don’t tell how a few years later Granddad married Grandma Peffer, a hateful stepmother who refused to take his name. When Mom was fourteen, Grandma Peffer in a pique of anger took the heirloom Bible and threw it into the fire. Imagine, burning the only thing a girl has to remember her mother by. Despite this, Mom and Aunt Varnie still visit the old witch.

I’m sick every morning without fail. On Sunday I stop by Shad’s and he’s talking to a man in a plaid flannel suit. “That girl visits every week for candy,” Shad says quietly. “She must want to keep herself sweet for Wertz.” They laugh so hard I can smell the whiskey on their breath. I pretend not to hear. I know at times in my old dress I must look ignorant. Just then, a gray-haired woman steps out of a buggy on her way home from church. I know they won’t act foolish in front of her. I pick and pay for jellied spearmint leaves, frosted with sugar and almost too beautiful to eat.

As I cross over the gap, the view on either side is grand. To gaze out over the valleys and wonder how many farms are stretched out there as far as the eye can see; how many horses; how many children; how many bales of hay? It makes one feel small.

Buckley comes in toward evening and acts half-decent for once. He and Artie Sledge have set up a camp and are trapping animals for a living. Must not be much of a living, because he nags Mom for a dollar. He would beg a chaw of tobacco from a dead man’s mouth. I only make three and a half a week, and it hurts me to see her finally give the dollar to him. He’s a piker if there ever was one.

On Monday morning I count it up and it’s been forty-two days since Pop died. A dreary feeling hangs over me all day. Otis is too ashamed to show his face at the table, for on Saturday he cleared some brush to set some walnut fence posts, and the brush turned out to be poison. Now he’s covered with a rash from head to foot.

With Otis laid up, Mr. Wertz and I do the milking alone. “Are you happy working here?” he asks.

“It’s nice,” I say, and lean over to wash dirt from a cow’s udder. The other cows chew hay, their velvet brown eyes staring out. Scared he’ll be angry, I don’t know how to make him understand that I won’t ever do it again.

The heat has made the flies worse. The manure draws them. We unlatch the privy door and they fly off and then buzz right back to where they started. Sometimes Penny and I race across the barnyard to outrun them. Other times, in the afternoon, if the sun is just right, the whole barnyard shines purple and green and the ground looks like it’s moving.

In the evening the Wertzes send me up to the Hanlan farm to borrow a particular wrench that Otis needs to repair the gasoline engine in time for shelling corn. Up there and back takes me more than an hour, and I’m annoyed to be sent so late in the day after I’ve milked and cooked supper too. When I return they’re all huddled in the dining room, and then I see that they’re standing around cranking a tub of vanilla ice cream beside a black walnut birthday cake. Mrs. Wertz has taken butcher paper and cut out a snowflake shape and sprinkled powdered sugar through to make the cake top look like lace. They sing happy birthday and I’m beet red though I had mentioned my birthday to Mrs. Wertz the day before hoping for something like this.

After we partake of the confections, Mr. Wertz picks up his fiddle and Mrs. Wertz accompanies him on the piano. I watch his fingers on the strings. The music brings something out in him, something he doesn’t want me to see. He asks her to sing but she declines. He badgers her, but no matter, she still won’t put her voice to song. All of a sudden he falls into a sulk. He packs away his fiddle, like nothing is of any concern to him.

In the morning I’m sick again. It’s so hot Otis says the hens are laying hard-boiled eggs. If that isn’t enough, Mr. Wertz tastes the milk we’ve wrung out and spits it to the ground. “It’s tainted,” he mutters, his lips still white. One of the cows must have found a patch of wild garlic and it went all through the milk. We empty the offending buckets into the hog pen. Now we have to taste milk from each cow to see if we can recognize the criminal.

Otis says its mankind’s job to force its will over nature. Seems to me nature is a lot tougher than people. Working a farm wears people down, especially the women. I begin to think Pop had the right idea in wanting to roam the world instead of tame it.

On Sunday Mrs. Wertz sends me home with two jars of last year’s peaches for Mom. We’ve been canning the new crop and she wants to clear the shelves. Mom pours the peaches and syrup into a flat cake pan, drops biscuit dough across the top with a spoon, and bakes a cobbler. While we wait for it to cool, the cabin is quiet, just the old wall clock ticking. Mom lets out a couple of deep sighs and turns in my direction.

“Are you in trouble?” she asks, out of the blue, peering at me with squinted eyes.

I stay still. To speak a word will shame us all.

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sick every morning.”

“Is it him?”

I nod.

Mom turns away. Then she pulls herself up from the table and goes to sit in the rocker for a good long while.

“I never would have thought he was the type to pester,” she says, her voice low like an injured animal’s. She’s scared but trying to solve the situation in her mind. All of a sudden she rises, picks up the cobbler, opens the door, and throws it pan and all out on the porch. Hazel and Myrtle stare wide-eyed. Mom begins to sob, she just sobs and sobs. I cry too, for I’m to blame. When she’s cried out, she blows her red nose in a handkerchief and goes out to scrape the cobbler off the floorboards of the porch before the raccoons can get it. There’s no joy in it now, but we eat it anyway.

Once the girls are in bed, she takes out the washtub, her face grim. “I know some who have been helped this way.” In the darkness I make three trips to the well for water that she boils on the stove. She throws handfuls of rock salt in the tub and tells me to undress and get in. “It’ll be a shock to your system,” she says. I follow her instructions and put a rag between my teeth. She takes two pot holders, lifts the kettle, tips it, and pours scalding water onto my stomach.
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Finally someone’s using the guest room besides him. Two of Mrs. Wertz’s sisters visit from Emmitsburg. We cook a capon with all the trimmings and eat early like it’s Thanksgiving. I’m hurt when they ask me to serve. Mr. Wertz makes a big fuss over the sisters, laughs at their stories, tee-hee, haw-haw. I think I hate him now.

The skin on my stomach is sore and red. Whenever possible, I keep my hands in my apron pockets to keep the material away from my body. Sunday night, I walked in that position the whole way home. Pop always said our blood was rich with Irish rage and for the first time I think I know what he means, for despite all our efforts, I’m still sick every morning.

After supper, Mrs. Wertz plays piano and he accompanies her on the fiddle.

Took my girl to a dance one night
Was a social hop
We danced until th’lights went out
An’ th’music had to stop
I took her to a restaurant
The finest in the state
She said she wasn’t hungry
But this is what she ate:
A dozen raw, a plate of slaw,
A chicken and a roast
Some applesass
And asparagass
Soft shell crabs on toast.
A box of stew, and crackers too
Her appetite was immense.
When she asked for pie
I thought I’d die
For I had but fifty cents.

Of course I wasn’t hungry
And didn’t care to eat.
Expecting every moment
To be kicked out in the street.
She said she’d bring her folks around
Some night an’ we’d have fun.
I gave the man my fifty cents
And then the fun begun.
He punched my nose
And tore my clothes
He hit me in the jaw.
He gave me a prize
Of two black eyes
And with me swept the floor.
If you’ve a hungry girl
Take my advice
Don’t
try it twice
If you’ve got but fifty cents.

After the morning milking, frying breakfast, and making all the beds, I come around the corner of the tractor shed and spy something  moving in the shadows. I approach the doorway and see the older sister is bent over and he’s behind her. The way he grips her hips as he pushes reminds me of the way animals carry on, rabbits or dogs, boys showing off their peckers after school. His head begins to turn in my direction, but I am already gone.

The day is agony. I’m too busy cooking and serving them to think. In the evening Mrs. Wertz descends the stairs dressed in a too-tight pink taffeta dress, carrying sheet music under her arm. Supper’s a blur. Then they all go into the parlor. It’s a fine party. This time it’s the younger sister on piano with him on fiddle, a bottle of whiskey and a shot glass by his foot. My eyes pierce him like two blue pins.

Then Mrs. Wertz stands nervous in front of us all and begins to sing “Oh, Promise Me.” Her voice is rich and pure. Everyone claps when she is finished. They goad her on to sing “Hearts and Flowers.” They say her voice hasn’t lost a thing, and I learn that as a young woman she studied music for a summer in Baltimore. At that time they talked of her going on to New York, and when she was nineteen, she was supposed to sing at a concert in Harrisburg, but two weeks before the program, the opera house burned to the ground.
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